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The River Demon  
 
Once upon a time, the demon Miranda fell in love with a man. She saw him and his 
hideous family from the bottom of her riverbed and the sight of them filled her with a terrible 
desire to walk among the living, to tear and devour the souls of humans, all in the name of this 
new love. 
The demon lived at the confluence of two great rivers, where darkness and light met. The 
Connecticut River carried her dark demon magic, the sludge and ore of the underworld, while the 
Farmington carried only goodness, the bright clear spells of love and charity. This family, 
traveling a long way from their homeland, stumbled across the river and looked down into her 
waters, unaware of the danger.  
For the first time in many centuries, Miranda fell under the enchantment of love, adoring 
the pitter-patter of the human heart. She reached out to touch the man, her silvery column of 
smoke rising out of the water, but she could not enter the human realm without a host. She wept 
when she could not touch him, and turned her rage against the next face peering into her river's 
depths: the man's wife. Miranda felt such a scalding hatred for the wife that she nearly heaved all 
her waters against the woman, but stopped herself as an idea formed.     
        "Drink from the river," Miranda sang to the wife, her voice laden with honey sweetness 
and mirth. 
        "The villagers warned me about you," the woman said. Her small gaggle of children 
clung to her skirts. "They said one river flows east and carries happiness; the other flows west 
and carries only misery." 
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       “Think not of yourself, but of your future children," the demon said, casting an invisible 
fishhook into the woman's heart. The wife turned to her, as plants turns to the sun, as humans do 
to temptation. 
        "I will make their hearts purer than snow," the demon said. She yanked the line, setting 
the hook.  
        "I will make their eyes clear and bright," the demon said, and she reeled the woman so 
close that the tip of the woman's nose touched the water, her eyes wide open and staring deep 
into Miranda's depths. 
        "Drink, and I will make their voices sweeter than birdsong," Miranda sang. And with 
that, the woman's heart snapped and she fell headlong into the river, drinking down the poisoned 
water, opening herself to the demon. 
        Miranda entered the woman's body, erasing the woman’s soul. She turned around three 
times before finding a comfortable place in the sternum from which to direct the woman’s body. 
Then she rose from the river to greet her beloved, who embraced her, unable to see past the 
demon’s disguise. She told him that they would settle there, on the little hill that overlooked the 
two rivers. The man built a stone cottage and the demon hung a wind chime on the porch made 
from the bones of her enemies. 
As the father built this new home, the oldest child Gabriel saw at once the danger. When 
the demon came back to the house with a tea service made from skulls, he clutched his siblings 
close and warned them not to drink from it. Every night at dinner, he called her "Demon," even 
after she hissed at him to keep quiet. But he would not stop calling her by her true name as he 
wanted everyone to see the contents of her heart. One night, when the full moon rose in the sky, 
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the demon kept her promise to the wife and transformed the children into birds, casting them 
from the house under the cover of nightfall.  
In the morning, the children awoke to their new forms. The four conferred together, 
perching on the shoulder of their oblivious father. Each little bird vowed to find a way to avenge 
their mother’s death.  They flew each in a different direction: north, south, east and west, 
searching for someone who knew how to defeat this river demon. They carried their love for 
their family on the backs of their wings so they would not lose their way. 
      Gabriel flew north, following the twisting line of the good river. In Boston, he traded one of 
his pure-white feathers for the help of a necromancer, who agreed to shake his skull wands and 
chant the old songs, asking the dead if they knew how to defeat the demon.  
At first, the dead sang back hollow songs, full of misery and defeat. Gabriel traded 
another feather and the necromancer cast again, this time looking for just one soul: his mother's. 
Gabriel sang this time, his voice clear and ringing through the valley of the dead, his eyes bright 
and clear to sift through the haze of the ghosts. With his pure heart, he finally found her, in the 
valley of the unredeemed.  
“How can we defeat her?” Gabriel asked.  
His mother looked at him with hollow eyes, her goodness erased by the demon’s touch. 
But she, submerged waist-deep in dark magic, knew the answer he was seeking, and whispered it 
to her son and begged his forgiveness. As her hollow eyes bore into his, he felt the chill of 
despair in his chest, knowing that his family could never really be made whole.   
When the song ended, and Gabriel returned to the realm of the living, he thanked the 
necromancer and flew back to the homestead, where the demon and his father waited in their 
little house.  
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 While he was gone, Miranda sharpened her teeth with a metal file and looked to the sky. 
The bone chime alerted her to every shift and ripple in the wind and she listened to the melodies, 
wanting to find the birds so she could roast them in her iron oven. Every Sunday, she took one-
third of the week’s harvest and threw it in the river as a sacrifice, so she might gain the power to 
lure the birds back to her. But her sacrifice went unanswered for six long months, and she waited 
until she was sure the little birds grew weak and tired from their journeys, knowing they would 
soon come back home.  
 With the answer he sought, Gabriel tried to call his other siblings, but they were spread 
too far across the country and did not hear him. So Gabriel went to defeat the demon on his own, 
trading a third white feather for a vial of water from the Farmington River, the carrier of pure 
good magic. His mother’s ghost had told him that just one sip of the pure water would destroy 
the demon, ripping her from the human host and sending her back to the poisoned river.  
 Gabriel flew to the house and perched on the windowsill, tempting her with the bottle. 
When she saw him, the demon scurried from her three-legged stool and scooped hot coals from 
the fire with her bare hands. She placed them in the oven, stoking them with her sour breath in 
preparation for the feast to come.  
        "If you drink this, your magic will be stronger than a necromancer's. Even the dust of the 
dead will rise to your call," Gabriel said.  
 “I am powerful enough,” The demon said. She turned from the oven and decided that 
once she had eaten him, she would make a fine comb from the little bird’s bones, to work 
through the tangles of her long gray hair. She took one step closer to the little bird, and Gabriel 
felt the fog of her dark magic curling around him.  
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 “If you drink this, you will have more wisdom than the oracles and become all-seeing and 
all-knowing.” Gabriel called to her, hearing the terrible clatter of the chime.  
 “I am cunning enough,” she replied. She took another step closer to him, and the smoke 
curled around him like a cage.  
       But Gabriel knew one thing that the demon didn't: He'd heard the werewolves of Salem 
howling and straining against the chains of the moon. He’d seen vampires recoil from the thrum 
of the jugular. He’d felt necromancers shiver when the songs of the dead reached their ears. 
From this, he knew that every dark thing truly yearns to be free from the shackles of black 
magic. 
        "It will free you from this darkness," Gabriel said. "You will finally be able to love as 
you should." 
        And with that, the demon Miranda's greed clouded her judgment, and she drank the vial. 
It ripped her from the human body, which turned to dust. Her smoky essence rose from the ash in 
a dark cloud and the waves of the river sucked her back into their depths, locking her once again 
in her prison.  
        His father woke from the spell, aghast at his foolishness and overcome with sorrow for all 
he had lost. Just before his heart overflowed with grief, the man turned to the little white bird 
sitting on the windowsill, not knowing that it was one of his lost children.  
        Care for others, Gabriel sang to him, giving his father a mission.  
        The man listened. He pooled his wealth with his brothers and built a tiny school on the 
hill, overlooking the two rivers, the meeting place of darkness and light.  
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        At first, the school harbored orphans of the occult. Children whose parents were blighted 
by witchcraft, or whose souls had shattered after hearing a banshee's song. The birds whispered 
directions in these lost children’s ears, leading them to this new home.  
 Above the classrooms, the souls of their four children chirped, singing their forgiveness, 
their love, to all who remained behind. These new students listened to that song and their souls 
heard their message: care for others, they heard. Care for others, they promised. 
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The Disaster That Was My Senior Year 
 
 On the first day of cross country, Coach made us run through the woods around the 
school, our feet flattening and tearing the summer grasses, scraping back the good solid ground. 
Pope’s beagles ran with us, their ears flopping and tongues rolling from sheer excitement: the 
hunt, the chase, they sensed. They saw a flickering foxtail around every bend and I too saw a 
prize just outside my reach. That day, I thought about the year ahead, my senior year: the time 
for me to step out of my own shadow. I ran with the dogs and I fell behind, behind the other 
seniors and whippet freshmen. As I saw them pull ahead of me, jumping over hollow logs and 
hooting in delight, my lungs burned with every step. I came in dead last, behind even the 
yearling runners.  
At the time, I thought it was a fluke, a temporary setback, but now when I look back on 
the past year, it was the first of many failures. It started with my athletics, that foolish hope I’d 
harbored over the summer that I could return from my knee injury unchanged. But my poor luck 
held. I came in last over and over again, on the track and in the classroom.  
Suddenly, with the advent of the new year, all the seniors seemed transfixed on their 
studies, proving that they were the best in their discipline. A professor once told me that I had a 
knack for unraveling the past, so naturally I gravitated towards history. I thought that starting the 
year off on a strong footing academically might distract me from the realities of my recovery. 
Three weeks into the fall term, I began compiling research for my final paper, knowing that with 
an excellent submission, I might win the annual History Department Award.  
One night in the library, I discovered something terrible: someone had sliced pages 93-
109 of The Travels of Marco Polo clean away from the spine with a straight razor. The thief had 
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taken the beating heart of the story: Polo's opinions on whores of Canton. I'd planned on 
featuring them prominently in my paper, as an unbiased, carefully researched term paper on pre-
colonial sex workers would surely win the department award.  
As I stood there, looking at the missing pages, some large part of me wanted to close the 
book and pretend that nothing happened, because by investigating the crime, I would have to 
first acknowledge it. And acknowledging it would mean that something terrible had infected our 
school, some sickness rotting us from the inside out.  
You have to understand; some boarding schools turn boys into animals. In the haze of 
youth, when their brains are still forming, still building the neurons necessary for exercising 
compassion, they turn on one another. They steal, they cheat, they bite and tear at one another in 
order to leap a little farther ahead.  
Unlike the boys at competitive schools, we developed camaraderie, a brotherhood that I’d 
thought unbreakable until that moment, with the mutilated book in my hands, crackling with age. 
I humored myself with the other possibilities, but I knew it could only be sabotage. It filled me 
with a kind of dread, to know that someone in our school had turned on us so suddenly, taking 
away the one thing I thought truly special about our school: the kinship that transcended our 
differences, uniting us. I tucked the book under my blazer and called a Prefect meeting that night 
after study hall.  
 The two sets of Prefects and Tim, the Head Boy, met me in the tunnels under the school. 
I practically flung the book into the center of our circle, letting the pages flutter before it 
thumped on the stone floor.  
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 “We’ve got a problem,” I said. I stated my case, reminding them of the cheating scandals 
at other schools, the ugliness that simmered just beneath the surface. It started with one book, I 
argued, one tiny spore, but it would soon bloom into something uncontrollable.  
The other Prefects tried to dismiss my concerns. They shouldn't have. They didn't 
understand the gravity of it, the maliciousness of tearing answers from books. To be fair, it did 
seem like a slightly convoluted way to sabotage everyone else’s grade. But the intent was there, I 
argued. 
        "Gabe, don't you think you're going a little overboard?" Tim asked.  
 "Excuse me?" I said, aghast that he could be so flippant. "Someone is destroying books 
on purpose." 
 "We have no way of knowing when it was done. For all we know, it could've been 
someone who graduated a couple of years ago," Tim said. Then, sagely, after a moment's pause, 
he continued: "It's probably best not to incite a witch-hunt so close to midterms."  
I scowled at him, and we dueled silently.  
Looking around the room, I sized up the other prefects: The Spencer boys still dressed in 
their lacrosse pennies, the other Pratt perfects shifting nervously from foot-to-foot, and realized 
that I could not count them to be allies, not with Tim set against me. And in a way, his reaction 
confirmed my fears: that the school we’d once known was gone, eclipsed by this new 
environment of competitiveness. Because if he were really loyal, really a true friend, he 
would’ve had my back.  
"Fine, whatever," I said. "Meeting dismissed." 
 My freshman year, they assigned Tim and I to the same room, and I couldn't hide my 
homesickness from him. As a fourth generation Lewell, I shouldn't have missed my parent's 
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apartment in Hartford or my old bed, or my middle school friends. Sometimes I'd wake up in the 
morning and I'd think for just a split second that I was back home, that if I just turned my head, 
I'd see my old alarm clock and my own room. It was like being at two places at once, stuck in 
some sort of terrible limbo. I'd sometimes try to take naps in between class periods to recapture 
that feeling, that split-second moment where I felt like I was back where I belonged. 
My inability to fit in seamlessly at the school was especially devastating since my family 
started it. My namesake, Gabriel Lewell, was either a nitwit who died from blood poisoning or a 
golden child who defeated a demon, depending on who you ask. Headmaster Pope sticks to the 
historically verified story, the one in which all the Lewell children died in a series of bizarre 
accidents.  
For many, I’m sure that wouldn’t matter. They wouldn’t feel obligated to the ripples of 
history.  
        I’m not a direct descendant of the founding family, but my family is the closest surviving 
bloodline, and we always carried a sense of pride about it, that we, the Lewell clan, had 
triumphed in some small way with each beat of our hearts. I inherited one tradition, too: it’s my 
job to appease the River Demon.  
 Every morning, I’d tuck a piece of toast into my napkin and walk to the river before 
classes started. I’d toss in the food, thinking of the demon as if she were a goldfish, a little pet 
that needed my care. I know the other students grumbled at my easy workjob, especially when 
they scrubbed floors and polished silverware. I'm not saying that I believe the demon story to be 
true, but the one day I forgot to feed her, the water ran black from the pipes and the mail lady got 
into a fender-bender.  
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 While I was still in the throes of homesickness, I’d often take long walks by the river, in 
the early morning, before the sun rose. I’d confess to the demon all the things I wanted to confess 
to my parents, my classmates, every fluttering of discontent that I felt in my gut. Eventually, the 
demon must’ve been sick of listening to my complaining, because things changed midway 
through my freshman year: all us boarders started coming together, united under this new shared 
experience. That’s what brought me out of my homesickness, that invisible tether strung between 
us. The thought of that connection being broken, over something as stupid as an essay, made my 
stomach churn.  
        That night, I slept poorly and had a nightmare that blackness swallowed up the whole 
school and every boy had earned a demon tail.  
In the weeks that followed the meeting, I decided to investigate the book slasher myself, 
even if the others would not help me. I thought it a solid, concrete thing that I could do to help 
the school. Identifying the list of possible subjects was easy: the culprit was most likely in 
Borris’s World History class with me, as I couldn’t imagine many other classes that would 
require such an in-depth reading of Marco Polo.  
 Sitting in class, I took careful note of each of my classmates, all ten of them. I started 
tailing them discretely, something I could easily hide at such a small school. I would simply sit 
across from them in the dining hall, listening for the rumblings of discontent over their grades, 
looking for that animal instinct one of them possessed.  
 One night, when I was checking everyone in for nightly study hall, I heard one of my 
suspects, Preston, talking on the communal telephone.  
        This is what I remember he said to the other person on the line: 
        "Of course, I love it here. I have tons of friends." 
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        "Yes, I know how much effort you've invested in me--" 
        "You're right, there's absolutely no excuse. None. I'm an idiot." 
        "No, I'm not saying you raised me to be brainless! No, I'm not blaming you for anything!" 
        "Of course, it's unacceptable. With the final I could raise it to a 95... No I know, that's not 
an excuse.” 
        And then a long silence followed by a hollow "Goodbye." As he turned from the 
telephone, I ducked around the corner and waited until I heard the door click. 
        I felt a pang of sympathy for him, one I quickly suppressed. Because everyone gets 
depressed at boarding school at some point or another. The walls always froze in the wintertime, 
just after the first frost. A deep chill radiated from the walls, so even when you slept you couldn't 
really get warm. The windows never opened. The long lights in the hallways flickered after study 
hall ended at 10:30pm. So you'd trudge through class all day and come back to a kind of 
permanent darkness. I knew that feeling in my homesickness, and even in that moment, I knew 
what it felt like to be desolate and subpar. And part of me rejoiced, because if the book slasher 
were a transfer student, someone who wasn’t raised in the dormitory, someone I hadn’t known 
since I was twelve, it might mean that there was hope for the Lewell school after all.  
I kept a careful watch on Preston throughout the rest of the semester. Since he was on my 
floor, perhaps I should’ve done more to integrate him into the school, but he’d always declined 
my invitations to go sledding on stolen cafeteria trays or walk Pope’s beagles around the quad.  
 Once I started examining his activities more closely, I was shocked at what I discovered. 
We boys all took hourly shifts in the mailroom, volunteering our free periods to go and sort the 
incoming mail and packages because Mrs. Crocker, the mail lady and unofficial dorm mother, 
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was fighting breast cancer and couldn't lift anything heavier than a manila envelope. She always 
wore a colorful silk scarf wrapped around her head, folded like origami behind her ears. 
        Whenever we ended up next to Mrs. Crocker in the lunch line, we'd chat amicably with 
her, offer to carry her tray for her, and then go down the line. 
        "That casserole looks really good today," We'd say, motioning for the lunch ladies to fill 
the plate. 
        "Oh, I don't think I'll eat too much," Mrs. Crocker would say. 
        But we'd insist, talking up each item on the day's menu, telling her that she should try just 
a few bites of everything. Then we'd carry her tray to the drink station, give her two glasses, milk 
and water. Then we'd stick our elbows way out while balancing the heavy tray and she'd place 
her hand on our arm after a moment's hesitation. We'd lead her to the faculty table, depart with a 
smile, and get in the back of the line to secure our own lunches. 
        Everyone knew that. Freshman knew that. Day students knew it. I even witnessed a 
particularly scrawny, 11-year old fac brat (one of the faculty's terrible offspring) carrying her 
tray even as his arms trembled like limp spaghetti noodles. But Preston never offered and never 
took Mrs. Crocker's tray. Someone would always intervene at the very last moment, just as her 
wrinkled, pale hands reached for the stack of plates.   
        It only sharpened in my mind his culpability, his failure to adapt was proof enough that 
he was the bad apple, the book slasher, the betrayer and thief. And it was up to me to bring him 
to justice. I considered it my responsibility to both my family and the school. The legacy of the 
place rested squarely on my shoulders: this was the now or never moment.  
 I don't think the founders of the school realized how difficult it would be, to maintain a 
level of academic and athletic excellence day after day. I'd rise at 4.a.m to finish homework from 
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the night before, go to class all day, run until my legs ached, and then collapse back in my dorm 
to work on homework again. I often stuffed a blanket against the doorframe so I could leave my 
lamp on after lights out and get a few more hours of preparation for the day ahead. Sleeplessness 
drained the life out of us. Whenever school let out for vacation, it took me two weeks to get back 
onto a regular schedule instead of my zombiefied existence I maintained all year. And while the 
year passed by in a haze, I could do it, get the grades I needed and train as hard as I wanted as 
long as it felt like the other people around me were there too, us all united and miserable 
together. If I could contain this threat of sabotage, then the school could be the same as it always 
was, maintain that sense of community that made the work bearable. 
 I spent the rest of the winter term trying to gather evidence, but my other duties kept 
interrupting my efforts. Once we hit December, I turned my attention to the weather, looking for 
an excuse to kick off the first snow-day ceremony of the academic year. Three newspapers 
arrived daily for my perusal: the Windsor Star, the Hartford Courant, and the New York Times. 
When all three weather sections aligned, I called the first snow day ceremony of the year. 
Everyone looked forward to these ceremonies, chasing the hope that we might get a day off from 
class. 
        That night in Pratt dorm, after study hall and final bed check, I invited the boys into my 
room: the east most point of Pratt dorm, the one most aligned with the river. Tim was 
conspicuously absent, probably off macking with his girlfriend instead of helping us summon a 
demon so we could get a snow day.  
 Most years, the ceremony served as a break from midterms. But this year, I hoped it 
would bring us back together, remind us of all the years we'd lived in the shabby dorms, 
hunkered against the cold.  
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         The Pratt boys and I stood in front of the big picture window, all dressed in ceremonial 
garb: winter gear thrown over pajamas. I passed Ralph the tom-toms, and once nearly half the 
dorm had pressed into the room, I instructed him to begin. 
        Ralph played a slow, looping beat on the drums. The drums, made from the hides of 
buffalo and painted with crimson stripes, let out a slow, rumbling sound like thunder. All 
crammed together in the room, we circled by the window, mesmerized by our shadows moving 
against the glass. The spell didn't require a chant, just the presence of our bodies, the unspoken 
wish for snow, and a powerful form of concentration, all focused on the River Demon. Ralph 
played the drums louder, with more gusto, and the tempo in the room shot up, doubled and 
rebounded. We stomped our feet in quick succession, circling as the ceremony drew to a close. I 
stepped into the center of the newly formed circle, about to vocalize our request to the River 
Demon, when a sound jolted me back to reality.  
        "Will you kindly shut the fuck up?" Preston yelled from across the hall. We all froze, the 
spell broken. 
        Ralph pressed the palms of his hands against the surface of the drums. 
        "Keep going," One of the boys said, elbowing me. 
        I shrugged, deflated. "It's no use," I said. "We're done here." 
        They all shuffled out of the room and Ralph handed me the drums for safekeeping. I 
stuck them under my bed. In the Spencer dorms, the Prefects would be completing their own 
ceremony, climbing to the highest point so they could communicate with the Sky Spirits. I 
wondered if they might succeed in securing our snow day, with our half of the puzzle shattered 
thanks to Preston's cynicism and overall ill temper. 
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        The next day, Headmaster Pope announced that classes would resume as usual, our 
spiritual cry unheard. It was a shame because we needed that break. We needed a day to sleep 
and sled and catch our breaths, to have a bit of fun in the common room without having to worry 
about a looming deadline. It would remind us, I thought, of all the things that were truly 
important: our friendships, the one thing that would matter long after we graduated.  
        "What a dick," Ralph said over breakfast. He nodded his head in the direction of Preston, 
and I agreed with a curt nod. 
        "I'll take care of it," I said. 
        Ralph's eyebrows shot up to his forehead, but he said nothing. I stole an extra piece of 
toast that morning, and two pieces of bacon for the River Demon. Before classes started, I 
trudged down to the banks to complete the sacrifice. If it made a difference, I couldn't tell. 
        I nearly approached Preston a dozen times, imaging the scenario in my head where I’d 
just flat-out accuse him of doing it, just to see his reaction. He might just buckle, I thought, if I 
were stern enough, intimidating. I viewed it as a great irony that if I had some of his ruthlessness, 
accusing him would be easy. Instead, whenever I opened my mouth to say something, I felt some 
part of me withering, unsure of how to properly convey how much we all hated him in a 
diplomatic way. I tried again every night that week without success, finding that I relied on a 
kind of passiveness to get by. Normally, I'd ask Tim to intervene, but I was of course in the 
middle of actively disliking him for ignoring my investigation, so that option was off the table. 
        I probably would've wallowed in that passiveness and weak sympathy for him forever, if 
not for Borris's final exam about pre-colonial China. I could see the end of the winter term and I 
welcomed it, the chance to go back home to my own private room, where I didn't have to see or 
think about him or Tim or my failure to apprehend the book slasher.  
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        The week before the test, I traveled the tunnels until I reached the libraries. The tunnels 
there were especially dank, and I knew that with each step, I breathed in spores of mold. But I 
needed to pass, like everyone else, and so I pressed onward and into the Restricted Section of the 
library, where the librarians kept all the valuable primary source texts. 
        Just before I reached the Restricted Section, I rounded the corner and caught Preston 
slicing the pages from the J encyclopedia. We both looked at each other with wide-eyed horror. 
 "Please don't tell my parents," Preston said.  
 I opened my mouth to say something, and then snapped it shut. I imagined what might 
happen if I grabbed him by the sleeve and presented him in front of a night watchman. He’d have 
the razor in his hand, the torn pages scattered on the floor as evidence. Perhaps the watchman 
would look at me with pride, or approval, or mouth his thanks as he took Preston away. And 
what would that do for me? I wondered, hearing that praise, watching Preston’s retreat from the 
school, for surely Pope would expel him automatically, lest anyone hear that the Lewell School 
went soft on cheaters. I thought about sitting at breakfast the next morning, craning my head to 
see everyone’s reaction. Would they call me a snitch? A traitor? They might.  
 I thought about that invisible tether between us students, and I decided that turning on 
Preston would surely break it.  
I would be a rat, an animal all the same.  
 Preston looked at me expectantly. I demanded that he provide me with a list of all the 
books he’d destroyed and replace them.  
        "Cash or check?" He actually asked, as if the money mattered. It was the only reparation I 
could think of, right on the spot. 
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         When I stumbled back into bed that night, I thought that I might eventually change my 
mind. I mind find some hidden reservoir of courage, to rise up and do what was right instead of 
just doing what was easy.  
I did not tell Preston's parents. I didn't tell Headmaster Pope either. Instead, I waited until 
the day before Christmas break and gave Pope the full amount in cash, claiming that a student 
spilled coffee on a rare volume. I did not have that demon impulse deep within me, the one to 
tear and take back what was rightfully mine. 
 Spring semester, first practice of the season, we ran the old trails, feet thumping against 
the frozen ground. A truck hit a beagle over Christmas Break, so we ran with two of the Coach's 
chestnut mutts, longhaired and eager, sweet and out-of-shape. I ran with the fatter one, showing 
it the way as it huffed along the course, lost and scared as we dipped through the unfamiliar 
woods. We reached the flag just after the dinner bell rang, and it scampered back to Coach, to its 
brother dog. The team did not wait for me, and I ignored that sting. We did not sit down together, 
but once I reached the table, we ate gravy and biscuits and stringy beef together, throwing the 
scraps to the pups, even though it would make them fatter still.  
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The Reptile Room 
 
 
PART I 
 
The summer before Ralph transferred to boarding school, he mapped out his parent’s 
custody schedule with magic marker, looking for a gap through which he could escape. He 
forged the neatly-printed timetable weeks in advance so that he could slip away from his parents’ 
grasp and arrive at his new school one day early. It took careful saving so he could swing a bed 
in the nearby motel, but Ralph knew that walking onto campus, alone and uninhibited, would be 
worth the trouble. When the day finally arrived, and he stepped off the train and walked to the 
ghostly campus, Ralph felt a kind of contentment that seeped up in his bones, although it was 
tinged with a strong sense of foreboding as both parents lumbered across New England to join 
him for move in day.  
 The next morning, Ralph rose at 6am and jogged to the Great Hall, where a sleepy-
looking secretary handed him a manila envelope with his room assignment. Tearing it open, 
Ralph felt the color drain from his face when he read the assignment: 
 Pratt Dormitory, 31C, roommates: Albert and Winston Wedgewood.  
 He’d been given a triple room assignment, something he knew would enrage his father. A 
trapped feeling started rising in Ralph’s gut as he headed to the dormitory, ignoring the beauty of 
its red-brick exterior, the solid oak doors and trimmed windowsills, and instead focused on the 
merlot-colored carpet. 
 At his room, Ralph stumbled into what seemed like an entirely organized operation. A 
nuclear family, two boys and two parents, all carried boxes into the room, setting them neatly in 
the center.  
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 “You must be the new kid,” one of the boys said. He had his sandy blonde hair cropped 
short around his face and wore a pair of clay-red chino shorts and a pressed white cotton shirt. 
His twin wore something similar, except he’d selected striped shorts. Both wore identical, gold-
wire glasses and parted their hair to the same side. Later, Ralph would learn that they changed as 
little as possible about themselves so they could take tests for one another and double-up on their 
favorite classes. The trick, Albert confessed a month after befriending Ralph, is to switch places 
so often and so regularly that nobody knows who we really are. At the time, Ralph had nodded 
and wished he had a twin, a stunt-double to run through the particularly difficult parts of life.  
 “I’m Albert,” Red-chinos said. “I’ve already picked my side of the room.” 
 “And I’ve got mine,” Striped-shorts said. “You can have the trundle.” 
 “Normally we alternate who has the worst side of the room, but you’re a transfer.” 
 “Bottom of the totem pole,” Striped-shorts said sympathetically.  
 “Can’t be helped,” Red-chinos agreed. “It’d be like favoritism if we did anything 
differently.” 
 The twins' parents introduced themselves to Ralph. They moved in tandem, with 
lightning efficiency, as they unpacked neat stacks of clothes, all perfectly folded and organized 
according to season. Ralph glanced at his watch, counting down the hours until his mother’s train 
arrived. Both of his parents had planned on arriving around ten, each carrying a hodgepodge of 
his belongings. His father promised him a generous allowance to fill in anything they left behind, 
but Ralph looked at each of the neatly-sealed boxes of the Wedgwood family with an acute kind 
of longing, envying the synchronicity of their lives.  
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 “Should we bring it up now?” Albert asked his brother. They shared a look of silent 
communication, and after Winston nodded, Albert continued. “I’m best at English and Winston 
is best at Mathematics.” 
 “Calculus, specifically,” Winston clarified. “Or really anything that’s analytical.” 
 “Yes, we divided it up that way so it’d be fair.” 
 “What’s your best subject?” Winston asked. He leaned forward as he said it, with a kind 
of intensity that made Ralph realize that this was some great test that he needed to pass.  
 “Science,” he said. The twins relaxed.  
 “We can work with that.” 
 “Zoology specifically.” Ralph said. He had a set of posters from National Geographic 
that depicted the different jungle snakes and he hoped that his mother had packed them as she’d 
promised. 
Ralph had always loved animals and nature, the symbiotic systems that made ecosystems 
flourish. It was this love of science that’d led him to the school in the first place. The Lewell 
School was the only boarding school in New England with a dedicated Reptile Room, a small 
annex with dozens of exotic snakes.  
When Ralph discovered at age sixteen that his parents finally wanted to divorce, he filled 
out his own application to boarding school, what he hoped would be a haven of like-minded 
future scientists. He sold his second-edition copy of On the Origin of the Species at a pawnshop 
so he could send in the application fee and take the train for his interview without his father 
noticing any dips in his bank account. 
He did this because he knew his parents. He knew they wouldn't be able to come up with 
a custody agreement, and that they would ultimately make him pick. A kind, wrinkled judge 
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would usher him into his chambers and make Ralph decide between his mother and father. This, 
Ralph was sure. After his acceptance, Ralph looked forward to spending his junior and senior 
years of high school at boarding school, guaranteeing that he would only see his parents on 
summers, holidays, and horrible occasions when they came to campus. 
Ralph checked his watch again. His mother would arrive in two hours at the train station, 
and his father soon after that, in his shiny red Impala that he would doubtlessly park in a 
handicapped space. His mother would scowl at the car because after the divorce, she moved to 
Vermont, took back her maiden name, and became a hippy staunchly opposed to all forms of 
environmental destruction like the diesel engine.  
“I never really cared for biology or chemistry,” Albert said. “We got our requirements out 
of the way last year.” 
“It’s really lucky we did. I mean, I’m not saying you’d cheat off our homework or 
anything, but it happens.” 
“Or copy our notes.” 
“Or see which parts of the book we highlighted.” 
“We wouldn’t suggest that, no way.” Albert agreed. 
So this is what boarding school is going to be like, Ralph thought. Hyper-competitive. 
He’d kind of expected it, after hearing all the stories of students concocting elaborate cheating 
scandals or destroying pages from books in the library, but if Ralph knew one thing, it was how 
to fight. Not in the obvious way, of course. He’d never burn books or shred homework turned 
into a communal mailbox. No, Ralph knew how to be sneaky. He took his cues from the great 
reptiles he studied: he knew the shake of a snake’s rattle was often the best defense against 
predators. He would not have to strike, just threaten to do so.  
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When his mother’s train was only minutes from the station, Ralph begged off from the 
twins and went down to meet her. She arrived in a flurry of panic, hugging him tightly as soon as 
she burst from the train. Her hug smelled of patchouli, and she handed him a single, large 
carpetbag with clothes and a wicker basket full of produce.  
 “Your father will’ve over packed, I’m sure,” she said dismissively when Ralph realized 
how little she’d brought from her house, a place he never really thought of as home.  
He ushered her onto campus, saying that his father had dropped him off a little early and 
would be back soon to unpack.  
“Of course he’d leave you here,” she said.  
“It’s just for the morning. He had an errand.” Ralph lied easily, knowing that both of his 
parents were so narcissistic that they wouldn’t even notice that they both arrived alone.  
By the time they made it back to the dorms, the Wedgewood family had left, leaving only 
their full boxes scattered throughout the room. When his mother saw the trundle bed, she pressed 
her lips together in a thin line.  
“Your father won’t be happy about that,” she said. Ralph nodded, annoyed how she only 
referred to her ex husband as “your father,” as if Ralph had hand-picked and selected this man 
himself, and that she were just a victim of his presence all those years.  
His mother didn’t bother unpacking because they knew his father would surely cause a 
scene. As they waited for him to arrive, Ralph hoped that he might be able to stay with the 
Wedgewood twins after all. He saw in them a little of himself: that kind of ingrained hunger, the 
desire to not only know, but to dominate the subject matter. They were not a threat to him, not to 
his success or his happiness; after many years living with his father, Ralph was an expert in 
determining the difference between an ally and an enemy.  
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PART II  
The Troublesome Parent Files 
 
CONFIDENTIAL STUDENT RECORDS 
File 76A:  Ralph Bradshaw (class of ‘78) 
 
Date of Incident: 9/07/1976 
Reporting Party: Headmaster Archibald S. Pope 
Summary: During move-in day, I was rudely awoken at 10:30am by a phone call from the Pratt 
faculty on duty who reported that a parent was shouting obscenities at staff members. I made 
every effort to intervene as quickly as possible, however, I had to take the dogs outside for their 
morning walk, and by the time I reached Pratt, taking the dogs with me, of course, due to the 
situation’s urgency, Mr. Bradshaw had already reduced two staff members to tears.  
 
Apparently, he was unhappy with his son’s triple room assignment. I assured him that we would 
make every endeavor to find more suitable housing, but we’re fully booked. I then suggested that 
Ralph could come live in my guest room. On the walk back to my house, I discovered that Ralph 
is somewhat of an animal lover, and the dogs seemed to take a liking to him. They had a rough 
morning. Mr. Bradshaw’s shouting distressed them greatly.  The anxiety caused Balfour to gnaw 
his paws all day, and even after I attached his cone, I still could sense his lingering unease.  
 
Date of Incident: 9/08/1976  
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Reporting Party: Professor James Atwood, Pratt Dorm Head 
Summary: During room inspection at the Headmaster's House, I discovered a green suitcase 
with three pairs of women's underwear, a shift, and assorted toiletries in Ralph's room. After 
much prodding, Ralph confessed that his mother stashed the items, so she could sleep in the 3” 
space under his bed during Parent's Weekend.  
 
Date of Incident: 9/17/1976  
Reporting Party: Professor James Atwood 
Summary:  At the beginning of the semester, I noticed a townie hanging around the classroom 
buildings. Initially, I thought he must have been the father of a day student, but upon further 
investigation, I discovered that the Bradshaws had hired the townie as a "minder" for Ralph. He 
was supposed to report whether or not Ralph goes to class, and count the number of times he 
raises his hand per period. Of course, I kicked him out of the science building and locked the 
doors to keep him from disturbing the lecture. Headmaster Pope reprimanded me for creating a 
fire hazard! The minder now opens the classroom door very slightly and crouches to listen for 
Ralph's involvement. He carries a pink steno pad and writes copious notes. He is probably paid 
far more that I.  
 
Date of Incident: 10/2/1976:  
Reporting Party: Father O’Boyle 
Summary: On Monday, Ralph’s father called me, wanting to know all about our congregation. I 
confess, I found it rather refreshing to have a parent so involved in his son’s spiritual well being 
and I invited him to attend a service. I observed that he took change from the collection plate. 
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After the service, he marched up to the altar and critiqued my sermon, citing several places 
where he thought that I was “too soft” and that I ought to do more to talk about the “wrathful, 
Old Testament God.”  
 
Date of Incident: 11/17/1976 
Reporting Party: Headmaster Pope 
Summary: At parent’s weekend, I made a special effort to connect with the Bradshaw family. 
The dogs love him and will be sad to see him move to Spencer, but I think it is ultimately for the 
greater good. It’s really best for them to be crated at night instead of curled at the foot of the 
guest bed. By the time I was able to show Mr. Bradshaw and Ralph the new room, his father was 
very drunk, to the point that he vomited behind one of the decorative shrubs on the quad. I 
decided that given his condition, it was best to postpone the tour to another time, and delay the 
move. Happy dogs are champion dogs, and I anticipate that they will do exceptionally well at the 
Winter Invitational. I later discovered that someone stole a decorative bronze sculpture of our 
school mascot from the reception, and while I cannot directly confirm that Mr. Bradshaw took it, 
the platform smelled strongly of whiskey.  
 
Date of Incident: 11/15/1976  
Reporting Party: Coach Jordan 
Summary: Homecoming match. We’re about to exit the locker rooms when I hear that one of 
the parents is stuffing his homemade signs in the ground. I go and see, and they’re all these 
freaky pro-Ralph signs, like “GO KILL GO #45”. Weird, but whatever. Then when we’re down, 
9-24, the guy starts yelling at the other team, like real cursing and yelling about how they’re all 
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Jews and trash and all that. He singled out this one kid from Knightsbury, #23 “ROSENBURG” 
(who’s got a hell of an arm, we should recruit that kid ASAP), and wouldn’t stop heckling him. 
Normal stuff at first, then he wouldn’t stop shouting. Face got all red and everything. Thought 
he’d have a stroke. Made the kid burst out in tears. If he transferred here, we could work on that. 
Seems like he has weak nerves. But the guy was still an asshole though. Enough of an asshole to 
make me fill out this stupid form.  
 
Date of Incident: 12/10/1976 
Reporting Party: Professor Atwood 
Summary: Upon receiving Ralph's cumulative grade before finals, Mr. Bradshaw demanded that 
I offer Ralph extra credit to bring his A- to an A. I refused and Mr. Bradshaw said that he was 
going to write a formal complaint. This complaint, he assured me, would reach my boss, my 
boss's boss, Headmaster Pope, the State Board of Education, and President Jimmy Carter.   
 
Date of Incident: 12/15/1977 
Reporting Party: Coach Jordan 
Summary: Away game. Knightsbury pricks being pricks as usual. Ralph got tackled and his dad 
flipped out. He started yelling at the other kid’s father, all kinds of names. Then it turns into an 
all-out brawl in the parent’s section. We have to pause the game. Called a couple ambulances. 
Not sure who got it the worst. I banned him from all future games. Home or away, doesn’t 
matter. Can’t have the parents punching each other. It’s unsportsmanlike. 
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PART III 
 
 Each spring, the academic departments selected one outstanding junior and one senior to 
honor with a special award. The school threw a banquet, inviting the parents of the winning 
students to come and surprise their children. This effort failed miserably because the parents 
never stopped gossiping and bragging about their children, gilded or cheated alike. The event 
was especially cruel for the seniors still lulled by the idea of a surprise, whose breath still caught 
in their throats when the teachers ripped open the envelopes and announced the winners of each 
coveted prize.            
 Three weeks before the banquet, Ralph marched into Professor Atwood's office. 
"You can't let my parents come to the banquet," Ralph said. "Can I give up my award?" 
"At this point, the plaques have already been engraved and entered into the official 
records." Professor Atwood said. "And of course, I would object to giving out the Science award 
to someone who doesn't deserve it." 
"There are plenty of people who deserve it," Ralph said. "I can think of three just now. 
Eddie did that project on bacteria-- and Lewis is going to Yale for chemistry, and-" 
"It's final." 
"Did you talk to Mrs. Crocker?" Ralph asked, hoping he might be able to persuade the 
mail lady to destroy the invitations. 
"I talked to her and to Pope. I told them that I strongly recommended they ban your 
parents from campus and Pope overrode me." 
"What did she say?" 
 30 
"She said that Pope came into her office and personally watched her stamp the invitations 
and hand them to the carrier." 
Ralph sat on the corner of Professor Atwood's desk and did not saying anything else, as 
the terrible realization sank in: his parents were coming to the banquet, and both would want all 
the credit for Ralph's success. Ralph had always favored Professor Atwood-- he was the only 
teacher on campus who never wore the required necktie, only assigned fifty pages of reading a 
night, and often stopped mid-lecture to ramble about his time working in the Amazon, or 
Yellowstone, or Himalayas. But now, he felt distinctly disappointed in him.         
Ralph left the professor's office and went to the Reptile Room, his little island of sanity. 
The room once held other exotic creatures: poison dart frogs, spotted lizards and rainbow 
chameleons, but as the school fell into disrepair, Pope sold the school's animals to the Hartford 
Zoo. Only Professor Atwood's private collection of exotic snakes remained under Ralph and the 
Professor's care. This was because in a fit of egalitarianism, the school mandated that all students 
have chores like preparing solutions for chemistry labs, or kayaking around the school to check 
for migrating geese, or scooping excrement from the Headmaster's lawn and brushing the teeth 
of his prize-winning beagles with a tiny red toothbrush. Ralph earned the distinct honor of 
tending the Reptile Room. That is, he was the only student who could stomach feeding live mice 
to the snakes by dangling each wriggling creature from its tail using set of salad tongs stolen 
from the cafeteria.  
The Science Annex was shaped like a light bulb, with the Reptile Room in the stem and 
the greenhouse in the bulb. Each year, the tropical greenhouse started out beautifully, filled with 
the fragrance of exotic, lush flowers that steadily withered during the year. Ralph didn’t have the 
heart to tell the groundskeeper this was because boys regularly broke in, carrying gusts of cold 
 31 
air with them, hoping that their dates might catch “jungle fever.” Luckily, girls seemed 
universally repulsed by snakes, and the Reptile Room remained pristine and abandoned, save for 
Ralph and Professor Atwood’s regular visits. 
 Ralph spent all his free time in the Room, surrounded by the largest collection of exotic 
snakes on the east coast. Their glass cages lined the sides of the room, each glittering hissing 
thing stirring to from their sleep when he slammed the door closed. Some of his favorite snakes 
would let out a long, slow hiss whenever he passed. The electric green bush viper, one of the 
deadliest snakes in the world, would puff out its scales in delight whenever it heard the soft clack 
of the Ralph’s footsteps. That day, Ralph sat cross-legged on the floor, facing the cages of his 
favorite snakes: the colorful coral snake, the long, winding anaconda, the iridescent shield tail 
and reflected on how he might possibly make it through the banquet.  
 
 
           In the hours leading up to banquet, Ralph arrived early to beg the waiters not to serve his 
father alcohol. He gave a detailed description like he was trying to catch a fugitive: 
           "He's 6'2" with a stocky build, like a football player. And he's got a mustache and always 
wears a monogrammed pocket square that matches his tie--you can't miss him." 
Professor Atwood convinced Pope to place the Bradshaws at the very back of the dining 
hall, as far away from the microphone and podium as possible. Even from their shabby table, the 
banquet looked splendid. An army of freshman had draped the tables with white and gold linens. 
Cracked oil paintings of former headmasters and late benefactors lined the walls. After the 
cocktail hour, small flutes of champagne littered the windowsills and side tables, a consequence 
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of not hiring enough waiters, but these abandoned glasses glittered under the chandelier's soft 
light.  
As a final precaution touch, Professor Atwood enlisted the Goldsteins, the husband and 
wife duo who ran the counseling program to sit at the Bradshaw’s table. He considered them to 
be among the most levelheaded members of the faculty and therefore the most prepared to deal 
with Ralph’s father. The Goldsteins made one mistake, however, by bringing their swaddled 
child to the seated dinner.  
"We couldn't find a babysitter," Mrs. Goldstein said sheepishly.  
Ralph looked helplessly around the banquet. The Wedgewood twins were sitting at the 
table next to him, and gave him a little wave. One wore a yellow bowtie and the other, green. 
After they waved, one of them unpinned his nametag and switched it with his brother. A Prefect 
snorted, “What are you going to do if one of you wins? Both go up?” 
Despite Ralph’s warnings, the waiters served Mr. Bradshaw anyway.  After three 
whiskey sours and two glasses of champagne, Mr. Bradshaw looked very sternly at the child, the 
small cogs in his mind spinning and spluttering.  
"Dad, here, have a roll," Ralph said, stuffing a soft white bread in his father's hand. 
Mr. Bradshaw pawed the roll and threw it on the table.  He flagged down a waiter and 
requested another drink.  
The string orchestra roared to life and Headmaster Pope strode onstage. He started 
clapping merrily, looking pointedly at the front-row tables, until they began clapping too. He 
mustered a slow and unenthusiastic applause from the audience before waving his hands in a 
shushing motion.  
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"We're gathered here today to celebrate academic achievement at the Lewell School," 
Pope began. He started telling the story of the dead Lewell children, so Ralph knew he had about 
ten minutes until they began handing out awards.  
Mr. Bradshaw ignored the speech and raised his head to look for his drink, before turning 
his attention back to the Goldsteins.  
"Where are you from?" Mr. Bradshaw asked the Goldsteins.  
"Farmington," Mr. Goldstein said. "It's just a few miles outside of Hartford."    
"No, I mean, where are you from originally." 
Mr. Goldstein adopted a pinched expression. "My grandparents immigrated from 
Poland," he said.  
"Poland, ah. When did they get out of that hellhole?"  
"Just before the Nazis arrived."  
Mr. Bradshaw muttered something unintelligible under his breath. 
The crowd applauded loudly at something Pope said and the baby stirred, making soft 
fussing noises.      
“Excuse me," Mrs. Goldstein said, rising from her chair with the child.  
"Wait!" Mr. Bradshaw announced, pulling on her sleeve.  
In one swift motion, he lunged for his water glass and stood up sharply. Over the 
applause, Ralph could only just make out his father's next announcement: 
"I'm not Methodist, but this will have to do.” 
"What?" Mrs. Goldstein said. 
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Mr. Bradshaw leaned over the child and poured the contents of his water glass over her 
fuzzy head. The child shrieked as the ice-cold water soaked the blanket and Mrs. Goldstein took 
several quick steps back.  
“I baptize thee in the name of the Father-" 
The baby erupted in a fit of wailing and the entire banquet turned their attention to their 
table. Mr. Goldstein watched in shock as Mr. Bradshaw finished his baptism with a curt "Amen," 
and sat back down triumphantly. 
"Did you just baptize my girl?" 
The whole room silenced. Even the students were uncharacteristically restrained, 
glancing around the room trying to find the source of the disturbance. Standing stiffly, Pope 
tapped the microphone with his hand, producing an annoying thump, thump, thump. 
“Attention, everyone… let’s go back to the year 1856… someone control that baby!” 
"There's nothing wrong with trying to sneak her into heaven," Mr. Bradshaw said. "She'll 
thank me one day." 
Mr. Goldstein lunged across the table. It collapsed under his weight, shooting broken 
glass and polished forks in every direction. Other guests attempted to assist in breaking up the 
brawl, but only succeeded in creating a pit of flying limbs that wriggled across the floor. 
Ralph took two steps backwards from the remnants of his table and ran. 
        He escaped to the Reptile Room and unlocked it with the key he kept on a long chain 
around his neck. He entered the hall and looked at each creature, running his fingertips across the 
glass as he walked, knowing that he’d have to wipe away the smudges later, maintain the pristine 
habitats.  
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 As Ralph looked at the coral snake, a thought popped into his head: What if he took it 
from the cage? The snake raised its head and hissed, extending its black tongue. It would terrify 
his father, surely. It would be a joke, he thought.  
 Ralph imagined taking the snake from its cage, letting it slither and curl up his arm before 
settling around his neck. He’d wear it like a talisman, walking back to the banquet with its hiss 
ringing in his ear, its power thrumming in his heart. Once inside, everyone would stop and turn 
to him, paralyzed by fear, over that little creature that revolted him. His father might turn white 
from shock, crumple to the floor when it turned its beady eyes in his direction. 
 With his mind made up, Ralph took the silver hook off the wall and walked to the coral 
snake’s cage. It hissed and flattened itself against the side of a rock, trying to evade the smooth 
hook. The cage was a little higher than chest-height, and Ralph had to get up on his tiptoes and 
lean over to get the right angle so he could maneuver the hook under its wriggling body.  
 “Ralph!” One of the Wedgewood twins shouted from the hall. “Are you there?” 
 “Of course he’s in there!” Albert said. “Where else would he be?” 
 The two burst through the door and Ralph’s grip on the hook slipped just a fraction of an 
inch. The metal tip hit the coral snake in the head and it lunged for Ralph’s ungloved hand. With 
a quick snatch of its jaws, it closed its mouth around the soft juncture between his thumb and 
index finger. 
 Ralph snapped his hand out of the cage, taking the snake with it. He let out a shout as he 
shook his hand violently. The coral snake fell to the floor and slithered under the cages. He felt a 
cold sense of dread over his whole body. He could see both puncture marks clearly, each with a 
small bead of blood.  
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 “Shit!” Winston said, pointing to the red curl of the snake’s tail, barely visible. He 
jumped on a table. “Is that thing poisonous?” 
 “Very,” Ralph said glumly. 
 “Should we suck out the venom?” Winston asked. Both twins looked at one another. 
They argued for a few moments before deciding that while they liked Ralph very much as a 
friend, neither were willing to suck out the poison, at least not after knowing him for so little 
time.  
 “Maybe once we’re friends for ten years I’ll do it.” 
“Better make it twenty. Who knows what it’d do to your mouth? They might have to take 
your tongue.” 
Albert nodded. “But we’ll definitely get you to the hospital now.” 
“What should we do about the snake?” Winston asked. They looked at one another came 
to an agreement through mouthed phrases and head motions, ones Ralph was too exhausted to try 
and decode.  
Albert hooked his arm in Ralph’s and started walking purposefully for the door. Winston 
still crouched on the table, watching the flickering tail of the coral snake. With a quick 
movement, the twin jumped from the table, grabbed the metal hook, and swept under the cages, 
forcing the snake out onto the open linoleum. 
“Wait!” Ralph said, but it was too late. Winston stomped on the snake with his foot. 
“There,” he said. “Should we take it with us?” 
Albert nodded. “Put it in a garbage bag. The doctors might want to see it.”  
Horrified, Ralph stared at his friends as they took the snake’s limp body and put it in a 
plastic bag. They let him carry it in his good hand, and the whole way back to the banquet, he 
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looked down at the bag, feeling the weight of the world pressing down around him. Instead of 
focusing on his own demise, the burning sensation that was creeping up one side of his body, he 
thought of the poor coral snake, hoping it might stir in the bag, give some sign of its survival.  
Three police cars were parked outside the banquet hall and a uniformed officer had 
Ralph’s father in handcuffs in the back seat. The twins made a beeline for his mother and each 
told their side of the story, starting with Ralph getting bitten and then their heroic rescue and 
killing of the snake. They left out the part where they were unwilling to suck the poison out, 
Ralph noted. Not that it would’ve made a difference anyway.  
His mother took one look at him and marched over to the police car, wrestling the keys 
from his father before marching the three of them to the parking lot. Ralph watched them 
arguing, and with a sinking sensation in his gut, wondered if it might be better if he didn’t 
survive the bite after all, or if the doctors had to take his hand or something. If that were the case, 
Ralph thought, if they took his fingers or his hand or his arm, he would finally have something 
concrete to focus on, an exact thing that his father had taken from him.  
“You’re going to be totally fine,” Albert assured him as he slid into the back seat. We 
wouldn’t let you die or anything.” 
“You were our almost roommate.” 
Ralph sat sandwiched between the twins in the backseat. His mother, the hippy, slammed 
the car into gear and tore from the parking lot, causing a plume of smoke to splutter from the 
exhaust. It touched Ralph somewhat, for her to relax her principles just this once. With every 
ounce of tenderness, Ralph pulled the garbage bag onto his lap. He could feel the snake’s body 
inside, and he imagined what would happen if they both lived, if both of them could be different 
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after this. Maybe the snake would never trust a human ever again. Maybe it would retreat to the 
farthest corners of its cage and never slither into the open to feel the heat lamp against its scales.  
Maybe though, Ralph thought, the snake could recover. It could become bold. After all, it 
had stood up to an enemy and won, sunk its teeth into the thing that scared him. Yes, Ralph 
decided. The little snake would live and return home, and become a king of its cage. Just before 
Ralph’s hand went completely numb, he thought he felt a twitch from inside the bag, a flicker of 
life, and he knew that everything he imagined would come true.  
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Headmaster's Weekend 
 
While we drove to Vermont, my best friend and I debated premarital sex: specifically, if I 
could get a hall pass from God to sleep with my boyfriend of four months, Tim. We were headed 
towards my boyfriend’s remote cabin for the weekend, and by nature of our impending 
graduation, it was now or never.  
"Technically, Jesus already died for your sins," Lindsay said. “So it really doesn’t matter 
what you do as long as you ask for forgiveness afterwards.” 
 Tim and I started dating just before midterms, after a semester's long flirtation. I went to 
the all-girls, Christian day school on a full scholarship. It was located just a few blocks away 
from our brother school: a boarding school for the rich and famous, for the sons of doctors and 
lawyers and businessmen. I grew up in town and had a part-time job at Geisler's grocery as soon 
as I could pass for fourteen. I bagged groceries for those boys who walked into town with their 
pocket money to buy tobacco and candy and potato chips and beer if they made friends with a 
senior or had an extra five-dollar bill to slip under the counter. 
 "I think it's a terrible idea," Marsha said. "You should wait until you're married.” 
 Marsha and I met during choir practice and she was the most religious person I could 
tolerate on a regular basis. 
"I'd say go for it. Free love and all that," Lindsay said.  
"I'll think about it," I said, turning to the window, wishing I hadn't brought it up. I’d had 
months to think about it and weeks to prepare. When we traveled to the Bible Quiz Bowl in 
Hartford, I’d ducked into a corner store to buy condoms because the pharmacist in Windsor 
knew my middle name.  
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When we arrived at the cabin, a couple hours ahead of the boys, Lindsay gave me a 
pointed look. As Marsha unpacked the car and started dragging her monogrammed train case to 
the porch, Lindsay rolled her eyes at her.  
“He’s your ticket," Lindsay said quietly, so Marsha wouldn’t overhear us. We both knew 
this. Our fathers worked at the same dealership, detailing cars worth more than their homes. 
“I do love him,” I said, which was probably true. As true as it could be, at seventeen.  
 After we graduated, Tim would go to Harvard, and I to Radcliffe. If our relationship 
made it to college orientation, I knew he’d propose by my sophomore year, and I’d never have to 
come back to this dump of a town. And I didn’t know where he’d want to go--New York or San 
Francisco, maybe--but it would be better than here. The thought that kept repeating in my head 
was: how could I keep him? That was why I felt it was so important to sleep together now, 
before graduation, before the distraction of college and coeds and the thrum of other people. We 
had a connection, a spark, and even as small as it was, we had to fan it bright while we still 
could.  
 
 
# 
 
 The boys arrived later, claiming that they’d gotten lost on the winding mountain roads. 
We’d taken two cars in case the groundskeeper spotted the boys leaving campus. Tim and his 
friends had taken an enormous risk in sneaking away. Each spring, Headmaster Pope announced 
a surprise three-day weekend, except it was never a surprise because Pope always picked the 
same dates as the American Beagle Breeder's spring retreat. When Tim invited me, after just 
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three weeks of dating, I only heard a polite invitation to sleep together, one I accepted, even 
though my stomach flipped over at the thought. 
He asked after our fourth date. We’d spent the day sledding, catapulting down the hills on 
trays the day students stole from the dining hall. All of our friends were there, it being a date 
only in name, because boarding school bred an acute lack of privacy. If I were to visit him in the 
dorms afterward, I’d have to check in with a matronly dorm monitor and we’d have to prop the 
door wide open, so that everyone who passed by could check on us.  
 After we sledded for the whole morning, we snuck away from the group and hid in a little 
patch of woods. The monitors would be by soon, checking thermoses and water bottles for 
vodka. We kissed in the woods, under the canopy of treetops. He gave me a hickey, and at the 
time, I didn’t mind, consumed by the happiness of that moment--feeling connected to someone I 
cared about, really for the first time.  
We rejoined the group, and an hour later, when I started to unwind my scarf, Tim stopped 
me.  
He grimaced and gestured to my neck. “Uh, sorry,” he said.  
“My dad’s going to kill me!”  
“Just keep your scarf on,” he suggested.  
 “I can’t keep it surgically attached to my neck!” 
“I’ll fix it!” He said, grabbing me by the hand and pulling me to the dining hall. “Sorry, I 
didn’t really know what I was doing,” he said, which was about as much as we’d ever talked 
about our past relationships. I’d known he’d dated a girl for three weeks his sophomore year, and 
he knew I’d never had a boyfriend before; this was just public information. My teachers even 
knew, probably, what with the ways girls gossip.  
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He pulled out his master ring of keys and unlocked the dining hall, looking over his 
shoulder before ducking inside. He came back brandishing a spoon, which he promptly stuck in a 
snow bank. 
“Did you just steal that?” I asked, kind of impressed that straight-laced, rule-abiding Tim 
had marched into the dining hall and grabbed one. “You could be expelled,” I teased.  
“You’re probably worth it.” 
“Probably?” 
“Here, this might hurt a little,” he said, pressing the cold spoon to the spot. “You have to 
press hard to break up the blood.” 
We sat facing one another and as he worked, I looked at the line of his jaw, the pressed 
edge of his shirt’s collar, all these little micro things about him suddenly came into focus.  
 
# 
 
Tim unlocked the door and we stumbled into the house, a three-story cabin with stone 
fireplaces in every room. 
 “Here, I’ll give you the grand tour,” Tim said, and took me by the hand. He turned to his 
friends, and in his best impression of a tour guide, starting walking backwards while explaining 
the history of the cabin. 
After the tour, it was time to start cooking dinner. We segregated ourselves: the girls 
headed to the kitchen and the boys lounged in the living room with a bottle of cognac. I 
unpacked the hamper and laid everything out on the kitchen table, triple checking that I’d 
brought the right ingredients. I’d bought six chicken breasts, a pound of bacon, and the other 
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ingredients I’d bought with my employee discount. It totaled about half of my paycheck, but I 
knew this dinner would be worth it to prove to Tim that I was fully wife material.  
 I’d taken care in selecting the recipe. At my house, the normal accompaniment to chicken 
breasts would be a can of Campbell’s cream of mushroom soup. So I’d made sure to select 
something sophisticated for this dinner, something that said that I wasn’t a woman who relied on 
Good Housekeeping for recipes. The month before our trip, I’d checked out Mastering the Art of 
French Cooking from the library and circled the Coq au Vin recipe, making sure to remind Tim 
to pick up a bottle of merlot from his parent’s cellar. I knew the cardinal rule: never try a new 
recipe for an important dinner, but promptly ignored that advice and pressed forward, knowing 
that I would rather die than serve potato-chip crusted chicken breasts, or something equally 
uncouth, to my friends.  
 Before we even got started with the mise en place, Marsha hopped up on the counter, 
silently announcing that she’d be absolutely no help at all. I’d hoped she might know something 
about gourmet cooking, but when I asked, she shrugged and said she’d never bothered to learn, 
as their housekeeper did all the cooking in her house. As I washed the mushrooms in the sink, I 
wondered if I’d ever have a housekeeper--if Tim and I would ever hire one--and if this elaborate 
act of cooking was just a test, to prove my good taste so we could ultimately outsource the worry 
to someone else.  
 From watching PBS cooking specials, I knew that cooking in the French style would be 
time-consuming, requiring a methodical mind. As I washed the mushrooms, Lindsay looked over 
the recipe and whistled.  
 “Do you have a backup plan?” She asked, probably skipping over the part where I had to 
braise the chicken to just the right consistency.  
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 “Pizza is the backup plan,” Marsha said.  
 I ignored both of them and started cooking, falling into the familiar groove of preparing 
food for the people I loved. And while the recipe was daunting, I’d done all these little steps 
before, in other dishes. I’d chopped and mixed and sautéed before. There were a few things new, 
like deglazing the beautiful copper pan with merlot, but I could figure that out from the 
instructions, and I hoped that perhaps everything that I planned that night would follow in the 
same way: I could do it, enter into the unfamiliar, as long as I had enough faith in the guides.  
 I passed into the boy’s realm only once: mid-recipe, I crossed into the living room for a 
little cognac to add to the sauce. In the living room, the boys all had the same dopey, slack smile 
on their faces. I noticed that Tim stumbled a little getting up from the chair, and I had to steady 
the bottle as he poured. Before I walked to the kitchen, he pressed a kiss against my cheek, and 
even though I could smell the alcohol, it still warmed me anyway.  
 By the time I added the cognac, my wriggling doubt resurfaced. What if it came out 
underdone? What if all my careful plans were not enough to evade disaster? I envisioned my 
humiliation clearly in the form of a deliveryman bringing us three large pepperoni pies.  
 When the dish came out of the oven and I opened the lid, my heart sank. The sauce was 
gray. Gray like wet cement, like storm clouds and smooth river stones. I stirred it once, and the 
wine must’ve been there, beneath the surface, because the sauce changed slightly, warming up 
the gray with some deep purple. Still. The sauce tasted ok, at least, and I cut into my piece of 
chicken to test the doneness.  
 I served up each plate, feeling more and more grim as I put a small amount of sauce on 
each pure white china plate, the gray-purple looking especially inedible against its stark surface. 
Lindsay microwaved the sides she’d brought and slopped them onto the plates next to the 
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disaster--she’d made safe things like mashed potatoes and sautéed veggies and apparently didn’t 
feel the need to actually cook for her boyfriend, one of the Wedgewood twins. She called her 
boyfriend “Woody” and refused to identify him by first name whenever anyone asked, keeping 
up the charade that he and his brother were interchangeable. She and he had inside jokes like 
that. They’d also had sex, on their six-month anniversary, so maybe she didn’t feel like she had 
anything to prove anymore. Maybe she’d already secured him, gotten some whispered promise.  
 Around the dinner table, everyone looked at the food with a blank expression.  
 “It tastes fine,” I said. “It just looks weird.” 
 “We shouldn’t judge things by appearances,” Tim said diplomatically, and took the first 
bite of chicken. He squinted a little as he chewed, and swallowed after some effort. I looked 
down at my plate and started cutting into the chicken furiously, popping in a too-big bite into my 
mouth. Mentally cursing myself for being unladylike, it took me a few seconds to truly 
appreciate how terrible the chicken came out. It was both rubbery and stringy, a combination I 
thought impossible before that very moment. It filled me with bitter disappointment, knowing 
that my efforts were wasted. 
 Around the table, everyone dutifully tucked into the meal, not mentioning the coq au vin 
once. Instead, we chattered about how excited we were for skiing tomorrow, and the lovely 
weather, and then conversation slid back where it always went around old friends, a place of 
teasing and laughter.  
 I volunteered to clear the plates before dessert. Tim’s was the only one that was 
completely clean. The others had taken careful, polite bites and then cut the breasts up to the 
point of unrecognition. And I think that was what made Tim different from the Wedgewoods and 
the Van Der Clarks and all the other boys at school--he was truly kind, in a way that seemed rare 
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among self-absorbed teenagers. He did it for me because he loved me, but I knew just the same 
that he’d do it for someone he liked less, and instead of cheapening the gesture, it made me value 
it more, that I’d managed to snag someone like that for myself. For now, at least.  
 When I came back with a pot of coffee and fresh plates, Marsha brought out a homemade 
pie, which had this delicious, melt-in-your-mouth brown sugar pecan filling. To quell my 
jealousy, I pictured her lovely housekeeper making it: elbow-deep in dough and covered in flour, 
crimping the edges, making it without love, because the pie was for her employer’s daughter, 
some rich girl. A girl assured in her life, her path, someone who knew the doors of the world 
were open to her, options unlimited.  
 
# 
 
That night, in our tiny bedroom, Tim brought in all the firewood, dropped it in a pile and 
tried to open up the little flap to the chimney. I sat on the bed and dug through my bag, 
unwrapping the box of condoms. After he got the fire going, Tim turned back to face me and I 
lifted the box, giving it a little shake with a tight-lipped smile on my face, thinking it might 
easier this way, to just throw all my cards on the table. 
“I got them for us,” I did say, because Tim just looked at me, kind of startled and frozen 
in place.  
“Um,” I said. “I didn’t mean to spring this on you.” 
“No, I just wasn’t expecting it,” he said, ever the gentleman. 
“Bullshit,” I said with a laugh. That seemed to shake him a little, throw us back on the 
familiar track. “You invited me out here.” 
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We probably should’ve talked about this before we left.  Maybe I should’ve flirted more, 
worn shorter skirts. I’d thought that our stolen glances during chapel, the notes we passed with 
scribbled I love yous, were enough to predict this. I felt a little sting of worry, but then Tim 
smiled at me, warm and beatific.  
 “Ok,” Tim said. “Let’s do this.” 
“Really?” I said. I realized I didn’t even really know where we should start. I passed him 
the box and he put it to the side. 
“Let’s just wait a minute,” he said, and he pulled me close and we lay on the bed together 
for a few minutes as the fire crackled. I exhaled, and even with room warming, I still saw my 
breath. I tried for several seconds to make smoke-rings, curling my tongue and trying to puff 
perfect circles. 
  I'd smoked a cigarette exactly one time at a party. I coughed the whole way through it, 
finally passing it to Tim and waving my face to keep my eyes from watering and spilling over. 
Tim had looked at me with amusement and taken a long drag before dropping it on the ground 
and stubbing it out with his shoe. And I'd wondered how he learned to breathe the tobacco in 
without choking on it, how many cigarettes it took to get it just right. I'd never seen him smoke 
before that party, ever, and that made me wonder how many other things I didn't know about 
him. 
  But I knew his favorite color was green and he loved it when I wore my hair in a ponytail 
and he could sneak up behind me and tug it, and one time he told me that he placed a black 
spider on his brother's bed as a prank, and the spider bit the brother in the thigh when he slept, 
and suddenly it wasn’t funny anymore. The spider was a black widow, and the family rushed to 
the emergency room at three am, and the doctors wanted to amputate the whole leg when the 
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infection spread. But they went for aggressive antibiotics, and his brother recovered with a nasty 
scar, and Tim never said a word about putting the spider in his bed. I’ve never told anyone else 
that story, Tim said when he told it to me.  So I carried that one small burden with him, and that 
made all the things I didn’t know about him bearable, unimportant.  
We lay together for a few minutes, and then Tim pulled me into a kiss, searing and easy. 
It curled little ribbons of desire in my bloodstream, waking up that part of me that I’d suppressed 
and pushed down. Tim brought that out of me. He pulled back and smiled at me, the dope, and it 
made my heart do somersaults. 
  He sat back up and pawed for the box of condoms. A thought popped into my head: I’d 
follow you anywhere. Tim took the foil packet and opened it, taking out the rubber and 
inspecting it, before unrolling it completely. "Which way is it supposed to go?" 
  "Does it say?" I asked, looking for the box. The condom reminded me of a grocery bag, 
one that needed a brisk shake to unfurl.  
  "I don't think you're supposed to undo it." 
  Tim looked at me, bemused. "How's it supposed to go on, then?” 
  "I don't know!" I said. And then laughed a kind of hysterical laughter that bubbled up 
from my sternum and had me sobbing, "I'm sorry, I'm sorry, it's not funny." 
  "Whatever," Tim tossed the condom aside. "We don't exactly need it right now," he said 
because he wasn't even hard. I started taking off my clothes, unbuttoning my blouse and pants 
and tossing them aside. Come on, I thought, and we stripped off our clothes, naked for only a 
second in that cold air. I tried to convince myself his dick wasn't anything different than an arm 
or a leg or a foot. Another fleshy appendage with nerve endings. Nothing to see here, folks, I 
thought. 
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  "I'm not taking them off," I said, tugging up my socks. 
  "What, do you have weird feet or something?" Tim asked. 
  "Like what, a sixth toe?" I said. 
  "I hope you have at least six toes," Tim said. 
  "My feet are perfect," I said, drawing my knees up to my chest. “It's freezing in here. And 
you've seen my feet before!" 
  Tim shrugged, "I wasn't looking for missing toes before." 
  He crawled up the bed and unfolded my legs, one at a time. I thought he might pull the 
socks off anyway, or count my toes through the wool, just to be silly and make sure I wasn't 
some carnival freak after all. Inside, he lifted up my leg and kissed my shin, feather-light and just 
for a second, and then the other shin. He looked up at me, shin still in hand, and my heart melted 
under the strain of his devotion. 
  "You're so weird," I said. I reached down and ran my fingers through his hair. "Come 
here," I sighed, and pulled him up to me. We crawled under the covers and I pulled it up to our 
ears because the blankets weren’t nearly thick enough to keep out the chill, and when we kissed, 
it felt electric, hot, nearly suffocating under the blanket with all that charged air between them. 
He climbed on top of me, and I didn’t feel crowded or pinned, just safe. 
  I could feel him hard against my thigh and let him lead the way, reaching for the condom 
when he was ready. 
  “What should I do?" I asked. 
  “Don’t ask me!” 
  “Well, can you just—“ I tried to shift a little under his weight. “Prop yourself up a bit?” 
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  He did, a little, so there was a bit of space between us. He fingered me roughly and it sent 
a tiny thrill up my spine. I kissed the side of his neck and he tried to work his way inside me. It 
took a bit of force, careful pushing against friction. It hurt only a little, not a bright spark of pain 
like expected, but a kind of slow burn as he moved back and forth. 
  I wondered at what point it was supposed to become pleasurable. Like after thrust four, or 
five. Then I made myself stop counting. The actual sex part lasted three minutes, maybe four 
before he came. It never turned into that toe-curling pleasure I’d been promised and I felt a little 
cheated.  
  Tim didn't say anything for several long minutes. He eventually got up and tied off the 
condom and crawled back into bed. He settled behind me and pulled me into him, I the little 
spoon. 
  "Was that okay?" Tim asked into the curve of my neck. 
  I nodded, and then realized that he probably couldn’t feel it, so I said, “yeah.” 
  “Are we okay?” 
  I exhaled. I could feel Tim’s hand curve around my hipbone, his fingertips rubbing back 
on forth on my stomach. Even that tiny touch gave me a little thrill, like it promised more: more 
to come, more to explore.  
  “I did research, you know.” 
  “Research?” I said. I laughed and it was like putting on a sweater, covering myself, 
moving away from being so exposed. “What’d you do? Ask around in the locker room? I’d love 
to’ve been a fly on the wall for that conversation.” 
  “No… The library has something of a restricted section. I still have the call numbers if 
you want them.” 
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  “Are you accusing me of being subpar?” I said lightly, and flipped over to face him, 
stroking the hair from his face. I’d never been so close to him after sunset, and realized I could 
just barely feel his five o’clock shadow along his jaw. 
  “Not at all,” Tim said and looked down at my bare chest, my breasts. He looked back up 
at my face. “I wanted to take care of you.” 
  “You did enough,” I said. Repeated it, so he might believe it. “I’m good, I promise.” 
  Then we exchanged “I love you’s,” like we did whenever we parted, because I wanted to 
close off that experience, pass along into the next part of their relationship, whatever it may be. I 
turned back into the little spoon and slept through the night without waking. 
 
 
 
 
